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In Jesus Curist Drearty BELoVED: 


“Ah, Lord God! behold, I cannot speak, for I am a child,” thus 
exclaimed the prophet Jeremiah as the Lord wanted to send him 
forth to preach, and thus may I, too, sigh as I appear before you this 
evening for the first time as the English Lutheran missionary of 
this city. If the inspired prophet, a man mighty in words, had reason 
to exclaim: “Behold, I cannot speak!” how much more reason have I, 
a man young in years and of little or no experience. It was there- 
fore with fear and trembling that I accepted the call extended to 
me as English missionary of this city, —a call which asks of me to 
establish, with the help of God, an English Lutheran congregation 
in this city —a congregation Lutheran not only in name but in fact. 
Ah, indeed, a difficult task, and I am sure no one can feel my weak- 
ness more than’ I myself. Here I stand before you, a poor sinful 
mortal like yourselves, and yet I am to show you the way to heaven 
— I am made responsible for your immortal souls! O responsible 
duty! O arduous task! Would to God that I could speak to you 
with tongues of angels and archangels instead of with this poor 
lisping, stammering tongue of mine. Truly, I am a child when I 
look upon the work I am to perform—a child and nothing more. 
And some, no doubt, there will be who will look upon me as such and, 
perhaps, become dissatisfied. One will say: “He is too young,” an- 
other: “He is no speaker, no orator, his language is too simple, not 
flowery enough,” a third will consider me too quiet, a fourth too 
lively, etc. In short, there will always be some who will find fault; 
but to such I say: Do not look upon me, upon my person, I am noth- 
ing but an ambassador, a humble servant of my Master; look upon 
the embassy, the commission I bring. Let not the rude appearance 
of a nut keep you from tasting its kernel. True, all nations, with 
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one accord, have agreed to honor ambassadors, but, strange to say, 
nearly all nations have conspired to dishonor the ambassadors of God. 
Which of God’s ambassadors in the olden time was not persecuted, 
rejected, slain? Were they not stoned, beheaded, sawn asunder? 
How continually were they maltreated, and made to wander about 
in sheep-skins and goat-skins, showing that the world was not worthy 
of them! True, such a barbarous treatment the ambassadors of God 
do not receive in this country, but still there are many people who 
despise them, who do not want to hear them, who exclaim: “What 
will this babbler say?’ Others again, and professing Christians too, 
become callous and tardy in their church attendance, do not like 
this or that about their pastor, look at his person and not at the 
message he brings, and gradually drift away from the church and 
their God — lead a life without Christ and die a death without Christ. 
In order, now, that none of you may meet with this sad fate, allow 
me to call your prayerful attention to the words of our text as we 
find them recorded in the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, in the 
5th chapter, beginning at the 17th verse: “Therefore if any man .:. 
in Him.” 
Dwelling on these words, the subject of our discourse is: 


A MINISTER’S MERCIFUL EMBASSY. 
Let us consider: 


1. The contents of this embassy; 
2. The way in which it is to be delivered; 
3. The way in which it is to be received. 


i 

Ministers, according to our text, are ambassadors, are messen- 
gers sent by God to proclaim peace, unconditional pardon, to His 
enemies, to fallen mankind. Ever since the expulsion of Adam and 
Eve from Paradise war has been raging between man and his Maker. 
“Our federal head Adam threw down the gauntlet in the garden of 
Eden. The trumpet was heard to ring through the glades of Para- 
dise, the trumpet which broke the silence of peace and disturbed 
the song of praise. From that day forward, until now, there has 
been no truce, no treaty between God and man by nature. The 
creature has been at variance with his Creator. His heart has been 
enmity towards God. He would not be reconciled to his rightful 
Sovereign. Never in the heart of any natural man, unless divine 
grace has put it there, has a desire to reestablish peace been felt or 
entertained.” Man, by nature, is an enemy of God, is opposed to 
everything good and divine. We, too, my friends, are such by nature; 
but thanks be unto God “who hath reconciled us to Himself by Jesus 
Christ, and hath given to us the ministry of reconciliation; to-wit, 
that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself, not 
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imputing their trespasses unto them; and hath committed unto us 
the word of reconciliation.” 

Ay, God has reconciled us to Himself — us, His sworn enemies, 
who have transgressed His holy commandments time and again in 
thoughts, words, and deeds; who by nature are lost and condemned 
sinners, who have fallen from the state of perfect righteousness and 
holiness in which He had created us in Adam, — us poor damnable 
sinners He has reconciled, has made His friends! O wondrous act! 
O boundless merey! And this is what I, as an ambassador of God, 
am to proclaim to you: Peace, blessed peace, the peace of God which 
passeth all understanding! That is why God has given unto us the 
ministry of reconciliation. 

And how has this peace been brought about, how established ? 
Our text answers that “God was in Christ,’ reconciling the world. 
Jesus Christ, His only Son, begotten from all eternity, He sent into 
this wicked and perverse world, clad Him in the humble garb of clay. 
And cheerfully and willingly did Christ assume our nature with 
all its natural infirmities, cheerfully and willingly did He live a life 
of holiness and die a death of sacrifice. Behold Him on the Mount 
of Olives sweating a bloody sweat! Follow Him to Calvary! See 
Him nailed to the shameful tree; His head crowned with cruel 
thorns —the head that once was crowned with glory and heavenly 
majesty. His hands and feet perforated by heavy nails — those 
hands whose gentle touch healed many a sickness; those feet which 
walked until weary and worn. And now behold Him bowing His 
head, and hear Him exclaiming: “It is finished!” Ay, it 2s finished. 
What is finished? The work of redemption, the work of reconcilia- 
tion. The Holy died for the unholy, the Just for the unjust, the 
Righteous for the unrighteous; “God made Him to be sin for us 
who knew no sin, that we might be made the righteousness of God 
in Him.” By Christ’s marvelous death God is at peace with mankind. 
Christ was punished for our sins, and not for ours only, but also for 
the sins of the whole world, and whosoever believes this shall be 
saved, for justice cannot punish twice for one offense. Hence we 
are free, are liberated from.the power of Satan and hell. Christ has 
freed us. You, my friend, have nothing to do; everything has been 
done, has been won—Christ has gained the victory; believe, only 
believe it. Peace, full peace, without condition, not half but wholly 
made, is proclaimed to you,—will you accept it? O do, for your 
own sake; for your immortal soul’s sake. Let not Christ have died 
in vain for you. He calls you to-day, even now. Accept, O accept 
Him! By Him, and by Him alone, God has reconciled us to Himself. 
We cannot reconcile ourselves. God must do that, and He has done 
it, and now He sends His ambassadors forth to announce this. Why, 
therefore, not accept the proclamation now, even this moment? Who 
knows whether God may grant you another opportunity to hear it. 
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Therefore hasten to Jesus, His loving arms are outstretched. He is 
the Savior of sinners; you are a sinner; hence you are saved; only 
repent of your sins, and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Sinners, turn; why will ye die? 

God, your Maker, asks you why; 

God, who did your being give, 

Made you with Himself to live. 

Will you let Him die in vain? 

Crueify your Lord again? 

Why, ye ransomed sinners, why 

Will ye slight His grace and die? 


And having reconciled the world unto Himself God does not 
impute their trespasses unto them. Whosoever believes that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Savior and Redeemer of mankind, and therefore also 
his Savior, to him God does not impute, does not charge or ascribe, 
the trespasses. Trespasses there are, for every man has trespassed, 
whoever or whatever he may be, whether king or beggar, priest or 
layman, — by nature we are born equal in sin, one is not a doit better 
than the other. And if someone present should want to deny this, 
God’s Word tells him: “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive 
ourselves and the truth is not in us.” To believers in Christ, how- 
ever, sins and trespasses are not imputed; God has blotted them out 
like a cloud, has cast them into the depths of the sea; and though 
they be as scarlet they shall be as white as snow, though they be red 
like erimson they shall be as wool. Already in early childhood have 
they been washed away by Baptism, and in the Lord’s Supper they 
are again and again forgiven us. And this is an impetus to Christians 
to hate sin, to abhor it, to bemoan and bewail it. “If any man be 
in Christ, he is a new creature,” our text tells us. Whosoever, there- 
fore, calls himself a Christian, is named after Christ, will surely 
avoid all places and occasions where opportunity is given to sin. 
Such a man will always think: My dear Jesus died for that, and I 
should do this very thing which has cost Him His precious life-blood ? 
No, never, never! 

See, my friends, such is the sentiment produced in a Christian 
by the proclamation of a minister’s merciful embassy. Ministers are 
ambassadors sent by God to show mankind their wicked and depraved 
condition and their utter helplessness, but also, at the same time, 
to proclaim the birth of Jesus Christ, the Savior and Redeemer of 
mankind. And “this is a faithful saying and worthy of all accepta- 
tion that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” This 
commission it is which I also bring to you. “Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified” is the great and inexhaustible theme I shall dwell upon. 
But having thus shown you the contents of my embassy, let us turn 
to the second part of our discourse and consider the way in which 
this embassy is to be delivered. 


Eee} 
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2. 


The apostle writes in our text: “Now, then, we are ambassadors 
for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us.” Hence it seems 
that we are not merely to read our commission, but that we are to 
beseech, to beg, to implore you to accept it. Some people are so 
hardhearted that they are prone to defy God’s power. Such we are 
to pray to put down their weapons. Others are so unbelieving as 
to discredit the tidings of the Almighty. Such we are to beseech 
for their immortal soul’s sake not to put away our blessed embassy. 
Still others are careless and callous and forget our proclamations. 
With these we are to plead as a mother pleads for the life of her 
only child. In short, we are to pray in Christ’s stead as the apostle 
prayed and implored. And in what manner did he do this? Did he 
speak in a sensational manner? Did he make a dazzling display of 
oratory? Neither, nor. He himself gives us the answer when he says: 
“Christ sent me to preach the Gospel not with the wisdom of words, 
lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect.” “Not with 
the wisdom of words,” 7. e., not with a vain jingle of words, not 
with a great display of oratory or elocution, but in plain, simple 
language, so that everyone could understand him. Again, no trashy, 
worthless subjects, no political topics, or popular novels, or sensational 
questions of the day did the apostle preach on, for he says: “I deter- 
mined not to know anything among you save Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified.” The one question, the only question, the vital question 
which he discussed all his lifetime was: “What must I do to be 
saved?” And this question he has answered to young and old, to 
rich and poor, to you and me. “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ” 
—that is the answer he besought people to accept. And in what 
manner did he do this? Answer: By preaching, on the one hand, 
the Law of God in all its severity to hardened and impenitent sin- 
ners, showing them their deplorable condition and utter ruin and 
depravity, and by preaching, on the other hand, the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ in all its sweetness, showing the sinner the Rock of Ages 
cleft for him. Thus, by the grace of God, I, too, shall pray you: 
“Be ye reconciled to God.” Whatever is sin and sinful shall be de- 
nounced and must be denounced, for God says by the prophet: “Woe 
unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for 
light and light for darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for 
bitter.” But wherever and whenever a man has come to a knowledge 
of his sins— which comes by the Law—and experiences sincere 
sorrow over them, then the Gospel shall be proclaimed to his sore 
and aching heart and come upon it as the balm of Gilead. O it is 
a hard task to beseech men to turn from their wicked ways and be- 
come reconciled to their God and Maker. I never feel so conscious 
of my own weakness as when I have to ply men with such exhortations. 
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I, by nature, a poor miserable sinner like yourselves, am to plead, 
pray, and beseech you “in Christ’s stead.” Ponder, for a moment, 
these words: in Christ’s stead, in his room and place. What a great, 
what a momentous responsibility rests upon me! Verily, had I 
conferred with flesh and blood, they would have told me: “Do not 
assume this office;” but I know that God has called me hither, and 
His voice have I followed. And you, dear brethren, remember me, 
remember my work among you, in your prayers. Pray the Lord that 
He establish the work of my hands upon you, yea, the work of my 
hands may He establish it. Having thus learned the contents of a 
minister’s merciful embassy, and the way in which it is to be de- 
livered, let us yet consider how it is to be received. 


3. 


In our text we read: “Now, then, we are ambassadors for Christ, 
as though God did beseech you by us: we pray you in Christ’s stead, 
Be ye reconciled to God!” Hence we are to beseech, to pray, to im- 
plore you. But if we are to do this, you must listen to us, must hear 
our embassy, our proclamation. As often, therefore, as the Word of 
God is proclaimed, we are to gather together to hear it, and let 
nothing keep us from it. O that everyone of us could say with David: 
“My soul longeth, yea, even fainteth for the courts of the Lord. 
I have loved the habitation of Thy house, and the place where Thine 
honor dwelleth. I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” O my 
brethren, how amiable are God’s tabernacles! Here the Triune God, 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, dwells in the midst of us, for Christ 
says: “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there 
am I in the midst of them.” As often as a child is brought hither 
to holy Baptism, the entire blessed Trinity descends upon it, and 
cleanses it from all sin by the “washing of regeneration.” As often 
as we hear the words of absolution spoken, and as often as we eat 
the true body and drink the true blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ, we are told that our sins are forgiven us and that we have a 
gracious and loving Father in heaven. O who would not gladly and 
often come to hearken to this merciful embassy! Moreover, remember 
it is God Himself who is speaking to us through His servants, for 
our text says: “As though God did beseech you by us: we pray you 
in Christ's stead.” And Christ Himself says: “He that heareth you 
heareth me.” Hence you sec, God speaks, when His ambassadors 
speak. But how few people believe this! If it were to be advertised 
that the great God from heaven would Himself preach in this church 
next Sunday, people for miles and miles around would flock hither 
and fill this house to overflowing; but now that the same Word of 
the living God is proclaimed by an ambassador, they do not come, 
they turn away. They forget the awful warning of our Lord: “He 
that despiseth you,” 7. e., the ambassador, “despiseth me.” Oh, I hope 
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to God that none of you may commit this heinous sin, but that it 
may be said of you as it is said of the Thessalonians: “When ye 
received the Word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as 
the word of men, but (as it is in truth) the Word of God.” 

This Word, however, this merciful embassy, is to be received 
in true faith. We must not ask: “How can this be, or how can 
that be?’ No; we must “bring into captivity every thought to the 
obedience of Christ,” as the apostle tells us. We must “cast down 
imaginations and every high thing that exalteth itself against the 
knowledge of God.” If God has said so, it must be so, whether or 
not I can understand it. 


I cling to what my Savior taught, 
And trust it, whether felt or not. 


Moreover, this Word does not want to be heard and believed 
only, but also practiced, for the Holy Spirit tells us: “Be ye doers of 
the Word, and not hearers only,” and our church sings: 

To us the sacred Word apply 

With sovereign power and energy; 
And may we, in Thy faith and fear, 
Reduce to practice what we hear. 


Therefore put off concerning the former conversation the old 
man, which is corrupt according to the deceitful lusts; and put on 
the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true 
holiness. 

Thus, my brethren, I have shown you the contents of a minister’s 
merciful embassy, the way in which it is to be delivered, and the 
way in which it is to be received. Now one question, and I have 
done. Will you receive this embassy? O do; receive it now. Say 
not: “When I have a more convenient season, I will send for thee.” 
This is a convenient season, it is the Lord’s day. This is a convenient 
place, it is God’s house. God is reconciled, will not you also be 
reconciled? “To-day if ye will hear His voice, harden not your hearts.” 
The Holy Spirit is knocking at the door of your heart; open, open 
it to Him! Why reject Him? Your time is short; death is hastening 
on; eternity is near! Oh, by the mercy of the Father, by the blood 
of the Son, by the love of the Spirit, I beseech you: believe, believe! 
In the name of God that sent me, by the Almighty that made you, 
by the Eternal Son that redeemed you, by the Holy Spirit that will 
sanctify you, I beseech, yea, I command you with divine authority: 
“Be ye reconciled to God!” 

You, however, my friends, who are already reconciled, who have 
already accepted the merciful embassy, be careful, be vigilant; for 

- “your adversary, the devil, as a roaring lion walketh about, seeking 
whom he may devour.” Remember the warning of your Lord: “Let 
him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.” Therefore 
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keep “your feet shod with the preparation of the Gospel of peace; 
above all taking the shield of faith, wherewith ye shall be able to 
quench all the fiery darts of the wicked. And take the helmet of 
salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God: 
praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and 
watching thereunto with all perseverance and supplication for all 
saints and for me, that utterance may be given unto me, that I may 
open my mouth boldly, to make known the mystery of the Gospel, 
for which I am an ambassador —: that therein I may speak boldly, 
as I ought to speak.” And then — 

When ends life’s transient dream, 

When death’s cold sullen stream 

Shall o’er me roll; 

Blest Savior, then, in love, 

Fear and distrust remove; 

O bear me safe above, 

A ransomed soul! 


Amen. OSKE 


Sermon on the Gospel for Septuagesima Sunday. 
Marr. 20, 1—16. 


(From Walther, Licht des Lebens.) 


“Many be called, but few chosen,’ — with these words the Savior 
concludes the parable of the laborers in the vineyard in our Gospel. 

These words have been grossly misunderstood by many people. 
The Calvinistic Reformed churches interpret their meaning thus: 
The gracious election of God is the cause, not only why few men 
are saved, but also why most men are lost. God, they say, indeed 
suffers all men to be called to salvation by His Gospel, however, 
without intending that all men should be saved. On the contrary, 
God has from eternity predestinated and created the greater number 
of men for the sole purpose of manifesting toward them, namely, by 
their rejection, His unlimited power, justice, and holiness in the 
sight of angels and men. Accordingly, Christ never died for these 
men, nor were they reconciled to God, and saved; Christ did not 
take their sins upon Him and did not blot them out. These men may 
even be formally called to salvation, but their call is not meant 
seriously on the part of God. God does not at all intend to bring 
them to faith, and, accordingly, He does not give them His Holy 
Spirit, but passes them by with His grace. No matter, therefore, 
what these men, whom God has predestinated to’ damnation, may do 
in a religious way, whether they receive baptism, or go to church, 
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or to confession, or to communion, or read their Bible, or pray, it 
is all of no avail to them. God has decreed, once and forever, not 
to have compassion on them, and this decree is not altered. On the 
other hand, God not.only calls those whom He has predestinated and 
elected to salvation with the serious intention to save them, but He 
also converts them and preserves them by an irresistible sort of grace. 

This, altogether shocking, doctrine is as blasphemous as it is 
void of all comfort; it contradicts the infinite love equally with the 
inviolable holiness of God. 

It is, indeed, true that God has from eternity elected those who 
shall be saved, and that, not because they were worthy, or because 
God foresaw that they would conduct themselves in a manner worthy 
of this great salvation, but from pure grace. But it is not true that 
God is the cause of the damnation of all the rest, and that all others 
are lost, because God is not willing that they should be saved, and 
because Christ did not redeem them. For it is written in 1 Tim. 
2, 4-6: “God will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the 
knowledge of the truth. For there is one God, and one Mediator 
between God and men, the man Christ Jesus; who gave Himself a 
ransom for all, to be testified in due time.” Again, Peter writes in 
his Second Epistle (ch. 3, 9): “The Lord is not willing that any 
should perish, but that all should come to repentance.” Yea, God 
solemnly makes oath, saying by Ezekiel the prophet (ch. 33, 11): 
“As I live, saith the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of 
the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live. Turn 
ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of 
Israel?” 

Accordingly, Christ Himself, with tears of intense compassion, 
testifies to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying (Matt. 23, 37): 
“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest 
them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy 
children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her 
wings, and ye would not!” Prior to this, Christ had already stated 
to Nicodemus (John 8, 16): “God so loved the world that He gave 
His only-begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not 
perish, but have everlasting life.” Yea, by the prophet Hosea God 
calls to all Israel (ch. 13, 9): “O Israel, thou hast destroyed thyself; 
but in me is thine help.” With these words God affirms, both that 
the cause of all misery is in men alone, and that the entire cause 
of salvation is only in and with God. Accordingly, we have for our 
- faith in the universality of the grace of God these three grounds 
which cannot be overthrown, viz., the clear testimony of God, His 
solemn oath, and His tears. Or will we dare to declare God, who is 
true, to be a liar and a perjurer, and the tears of Christ to be the tears 
of a hypocrite? God forbid! 


26 SERMON ON THE GOSPEL FOR SEPTUAGESIMA SUNDAY. 


There are, indeed, passages in Holy Scripture which seem to 
state quite a different truth; however, these dark passages must be 
explained and interpreted by means of other passages which are as 
clear as sunlight. 

But, beloved, these words in our Gospel: “Many be called, but 
few chosen,” do not at all say what the Reformed churches claim. 
We can see this from the manner in which Christ Himself explains 
these words. For He has added these words to the statement: “So 
the last shall be first, and the first last.” Let us now endeavor to 
learn the meaning of these words. 

Whenever Christ spoke in parables, He would either exactly 
expound them Himself, or furnish the key of understanding either 
in the introductory or in the concluding remarks of the parable. 
E. g., Christ has Himself expounded the parables of the tares among 
the wheat, and of the fourfold acre. As regards the parable of the 
laborers in the vineyard, He has furnished the key for unlocking its 
meaning in the introductory and in the concluding remarks. These 
words, then, shall be the theme of our present meditation, viz., the 
statement of Christ: ; 


“THE LAST SHALL BE FIRST, AND THE FIRST LAST.” 
We shall inquire: 


1. Whom are we to regard as the first, and whom as the last? 
2. In what manner do the first become the last, and the last the 
first? 
al 


We can see which men Christ regards as the first, and which as 
the last, partly from the narrative which immediately precedes our 
text, partly from the text itself. 

In the words immediately preceding our text we are told that 
Christ called upon a rich young man to forsake all his possessions 
and to follow Him; that the young man, however, “went away sor- 
rowful.” Thereupon Peter inquired of Christ: “Behold, we have 
forsaken all, and followed Thee; what shall we have therefore?” and 
Christ, replying to Peter, assured him that all His disciples and fol- 
lowers might expect an exceedingly glorious reward of grace, but, 
at the same time, added this warning: “But many that are first shall 
be last; and the last shall be first.” We gather from this statement, 
in the first place, that Christ regards as the first such people as the 
apostles were, and as the last such people as resemble the rich 
young man. 

However, pushing our inquiry into the text before us, we learn 
that some are called into the vineyard of God’s kingdom in the early 
morning hours and bear the heat and burden of the entire day, while 
_ others are called later, some in the last hours of the day, and, hence, 
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work in the vineyard of the Lord a shorter time, some but a single 
hour. The remark, then, with which Christ concludes this parable: 
“The last shall be first, and the first last,” goes to show that Christ 
regards as the first also such men as are called by the Holy Spirit, 
and become Christians, at an early period of their lives, already in 
their youth, and hence serve and follow the Lord a long time; while 
He regards as the last such men as turn to Christ and are converted 
at a later time in their lives, in their manhood, or declining years, 
yea, some not until their dying hour. 

It is clear, then, that the meaning of the concluding remark of 
Christ in our Gospel: “So the last shall be first, and the first last,” 
is, briefly, this: Christians who have been favored above others must 
by all means beware of security; for conditions can easily be re- 
versed: a person who was first can easily become last; on the other 
hand, Christians who are behind others, be they even the greatest of 
all sinners, must not lose heart and despair; for though they are 
the last to-day, they can, by the grace of God, become the first. 

Accordingly, the remark of Christ: “The first shall be last,” ex- 
presses the same truth as His statement in another place (Luke 
12, 48): “Unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much 
required.” And the other remark of Christ: “The last shall be first,” 
states the same truth which the apostle expresses in these words: 
“Where sin abounded, grace did much more abound,” Rom. 5, 20. 

Now, to whom among us is Christ addressing Himself with these 
words: “The last shall be first, and the first last?’ Consider, in the 
first place, that all of us are enjoying a great advantage over the 
blind heathen. We were born within the pale of the Christian Church, 
and were in our infancy received by God through baptism into His 
covenant of grace. We have the Word of God, we hear it preached, 
and we daily read it, and are thus taught the way of salvation. We 
know God, we are informed how He is affected toward us, or are in 
a position to know it. We know that we have a Savior in whom we 
may take comfort in our troubles and in death. All this the poor 
heathen lack; they are sitting in darkness and in the shadow of 
death; being without Christ, they are foreigners and outside of the 
commonwealth of the Christian Church; they are without hope and 
live away from God. Already from this point of view the word 
applies to us: “The first shall be last.” 

Consider, furthermore, that we have a great advantage over 
people of a false belief. Not only do we possess the Word of God, but 
we have it pure and free from errors that would endanger the welfare 
of our souls. Not only do we possess the holy sacraments, but we 
have them in the form in which they were instituted by Christ, un- 
corrupted and unmutilated. We are not only shown the way of sal- 
vation, but we are shown it in no roundabout way. We have not a 
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moiety only of the comfort of the Gospel, but its fullness. The way 
of salvation is not made merely accessible to us, but the doors of 
grace, all the fountains of salvation are wide open to us. We know 
the counsel of God for our salvation not in part only, but the entire 
gracious counsel of God is continually being declared to us, and it 
is a way in which even the simple cannot go astray. We have not 
a partial knowledge only of Christian liberty, but we know the entire 
liberty which a Christian possesses in Christ, His Savior. In churches 
of errorists, however, people have, indeed, the Word of God and the 
sacraments, but they have both in a corrupted and mutilated form. 
They know the way of salvation in part, but they are being led many 
wrong ways and roundabout ways. They have the comfort of the 
Gospel, but it is being sorrily stinted to them by being mingled with 
the demands of God’s Law. They are being told some things about 
the grace of God in Christ, but they do not ascertain how great and 
universal this grace is. A few parts of the counsel of God for our 
salvation are declared to them, but many, and among them the very 
sweetest parts, they are either not told at all, or in such a manner as | 
to render them suspicious. They are, indeed, told that there is such 
a matter as Christian liberty, but they are being warned against the 
glorious liberty of the children of God from the exaction and the 
curse of the Law. As a result, their Christian faith never rises to 
the stage of genuine gladness and certainty. Note, then, that also 
from this point of view these words apply to us: “The first shall 
be last.” 


Consider, in the third place, that we have an inestimable ad- 
vantage, in this our adopted country, even over our fellow-Lutherans. 
We are enjoying complete liberty of conscience, of religion and 
worship. We may choose our own preachers, and depose them when 
they prove unfaithful; without let or hindrance we may adopt cor- 
rect books for use in our churches and schools; we may hold congre- 
gational meetings in which we deliberate on the affairs of our con- 
gregations, being guided only by the Word of God; everyone of us 
has the right to help govern the Church and congregation and to 
serve the Church with his gifts. But many, many thousands of our 
fellow-Lutherans in our old country and in many other countries 
are living under grievous oppression of conscience. Many of them 
are forbidden, under severe penalty of the law, to hold a public service 
in pure form, others, again, are not permitted to choose their own 
pastors and teachers, but these men are placed in charge of them by 
a superior power, and they may not dismiss them, even when they 
prove wolves and ungodly men, who pervert Scripture and lead people 
astray; wrong books for use in their churches and schools are forced 
upon them; the Church is being governed by the State with severe 
penal statutes, and no one dare raise his voice in protest; the most 
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profligate men are counted as members of their congregations, and 
can demand that they be admitted to holy communion. Observe, 
then, that also from this point of view the word of Christ applies to 
us: “The first shall be last.” 

Lastly, a great difference, no doubt, exists in our own midst. 
While I entertain no doubt that there are among us such as have 
become truly converted to God, have experienced a genuine re- 
pentance, have attained to true faith, have been regenerated, and have 
received a new heart, still there are among us also such as have not 
yet experienced repentance, faith, regeneration, and renewal of their 
heart, and hence are still in their natural state. Again, while some 
of us have been Christians for many years and have gathered a great 
deal of experience in our Christian conversation, there are others 
among us who are still young and inexperienced Christians. Again, 
while some of us have attained to a fine knowledge of God’s Word 
and of the pure doctrine, others are still weak and have scarcely 
grasped the rudiments of the pure and saving doctrine. While some 
possess a fine ability to speak in public, to advise and govern the 
congregation, others are devoid of these gifts. Some have a strong, 
others a weak faith. Some are bold to confess the truth, others are 
timid. Some have done much and suffered much for Christ, while 
others cannot glory in such tribulations. Some have always led an 
honest life, while others have, prior to their conversion, sullied their 
conduct by gross sins. Some have from their childhood days always 
been constant in their Christian faith and conduct, while others have 
lapsed repeatedly. And who could name all the differences that are 
found among us. Now, it is also with regard to these differences 
that our text states: “The first shall be last.” 

Briefly, then, Christ with these words says to every Christian 
who has any advantage whatever over another: You are first in this 
respect; however, be not secure, but have a care lest you become last. 
And to every Christian who in any respect is inferior to another 
Christ with these words says: You are last in this respect; however, 
do not despair on that account, for you, too, shall and may be- 
come first. 


2. 


Having thus seen whom Christ regards as the first and whom as 
the last, let us inquire, in the second place, in what manner the first 
become the last, and the last the first. Our text and the words pre- 
ceding our text show by two examples how the first become the last: 
by that of the apostle Peter, and by that of the laborers in the vine- 
yard who had been hired first. As regards Peter, we are told that, 
in a mercenary spirit, he, in behalf of all the apostles, addressed to 
Christ this question: “Behold, we have forsaken all, and followed 
Thee: what shall we have therefore?” As regards the laborers who 
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had been’ hired first, we are told that they protested against being 
made equal unto those laborers who had been hired later; that they 
expected to be given better wages, and when this was not done, that 
they murmured against the goodman of the house, claiming that he 
had done them wrong. Instead of rejoicing at this manifestation of 
his general good will, they looked askance at it. 

We see from this that not only such Christians become last, after 
having been first, as openly renounce Christ and relapse into world- 
liness, not only such as turn manifest unbelievers and scoffers, not 
only such as rush into sins and vices afresh after having been con- 
verted, but, in the first place, also such as are guided in their Chris- 
tianity by a mercenary spirit, and demand to know, “What shall we 
have therefore?” If a person does not perform his good deeds from 
love and gratitude but from a desire of reward, his good deeds are 
like fruit that has been attacked by noisome vermin: outwardly it 
looks beautiful, but inwardly it is filled with corruption. If a 
Christian of this sort would even speak with the tongues of men and 
angels, he would nevertheless be a sounding brass and a tinkling 
cymbal. If he would bestow all his goods to feed the poor, and would 
give his body to be burned, it would profit him nothing. Yea, if he 
would surpass all Christians in zeal, just as Peter surpassed all the 
apostles, and thus would be first, he would nevertheless, through his 
mercenary spirit, become last. 

However, from the parable of the laborers in the vineyard we see, 
furthermore, that if a person has obeyed the call into the kingdom 
of God earlier than others, if he has labored a longer time and more 
abundantly than others, if he has suffered more for Christ than others, 
to be brief, if a person has any advantage whatsoever over others, 
and, in view of this, imagines that he is more deserving, and expects 
greater reward and honor therefor, and begins to murmur against 
God when he receives for his labors no more than other sinners; if 
he is not content with receiving nothing but grace; if he exalts 
himself above others on account of his piety, and even looks askance 
at God for being kind to other sinners; if he is offended at such 
kindness and considers it an injustice to be made equal to other 
sinners, —such a person, no matter how much he has labored and 
suffered, is changed from being first to one who, in God’s eyes, is last; 
yea, the more elevated his position, the more grievous is his fall. 

Oh, may this truth sink deeply into our hearts! 

True, over and against the poor heathen we Christians are the 
first, and they are the last. But woe unto us, if on that account we 
regard ourselves as more worthy than the heathen, even the most 
degraded among them. By so doing we should at once drop from 
first to last rank. Let us rather acknowledge that it was by the 
grace of God that we were born and raised, not among heathen, but 
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within the Church of God. Let us place before our souls as a solemn 
warning this word of Christ: “That servant which knew his lord’s 
will and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall 
be beaten with many stripes. But he that knew not, and did commit 
things worthy of stripes, shall be beaten with few stripes,” Luke 
12, 47. 48. 

It is also true that over against such Christians as belong to 
churches of a false faith we, who are members of the orthodox 
Lutheran Church, are the first, and they are the last. But woe unto 
us, if on that account we regard ourselves as better than them; we 
should at once drop from first to last place. We ought rather to 
acknowledge, with profound humility, that it was only through the 
compassion of God that we were born within the pale of this Church, 
or that our eyes were opened so that we could see the truth. Rather 
than claim a merit above such as are held captive in error, we should 
heed the word of Christ: “Unto whomsoever much is given, of him 
shall be much required,” Luke 12, 48. Pure knowledge is not always 
allied with pure conduct. Many who hold a wrong faith will be saved, 
while many who have the true faith will be damned. Christ Himself 
tells us that the orthodox priest and Levite passed the man who had 
fallen among thieves without showing pity to him, while the Samari- 
tan, who held a wrong faith, had compassion on him. Accordingly, 
Christ says, Matt. 8, 11. 12: “Many shall come from the east and 
west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the 
kingdom of heaven. But the children of the kingdom shall be cast 
out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of 
teeth.” 

Again, it is true that even over and against our fellow-Lutherans 
in other countries we are the first. But woe unto us, if we boast our 
liberty, as regards religious worship, as a blessing which we have 
merited. We should speedily become the last instead of being the 
first. We should rather acknowledge that our glorious liberty is an 
unmerited gift of God’s grace and only serves to increase our indebted- 
ness to God. For, alas! many are yearning for such liberty and 
remain true to their faith under oppression, while we either misapply 
our glorious liberty in spiritual matters, or do not make any use of 
it at all. 

Lastly, it is true that also among us there are such as are the 
first, as regards conversion, knowledge, experience, firmness of faith, 
boldness of profession, perseverance, and every other virtue. How- 
ever, beloved, be forewarned! Be not lifted up above your brethren! 
Despise no one! If you desire to remain the first, consider yourselves 
the last. Learn to say with the apostle Paul: “By the grace of God 
I am what I am: and His grace which was bestowed upon me was 
not in vain,” 1 Cor. 15, 10. Guard your heart! Spiritual pride is 
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the most dangerous and fatal kind of pride. You will all have to 
acknowledge that none of you is a Peter. But, supposing even that 
you had the faith and works of Peter, be assured that, if you ask 
like Peter, “What shall we have therefore?’ and do not repent such 
conduct with bitter tears, you shall speedily become the last after 
having been the first. For also to you Paul says warningly: “What 
hast thou that thou didst not receive? Now if thou didst receive it, 
why dost thou glory, as if thou hadst not received it?” ; 

However, let me say a word to you also who are not among the 
first but among the last. Are you among those who have not yet 
repented their sins and have not been converted? You are attending 
church for some time; do you still have the old heart? Are you still 
standing idle in the marketplace of this world? Do consider how 
gracious the Savior is! By this parable of the laborers He informs 
you that He has not cast you off, that He is ready to change you from 
being last to first place. The hour of rest after toil has not yet 
arrived for you. Your day of grace is not yet ended. You can still 
be hired for work in the vineyard of God’s Church. Would to God 
that you would at last obey His call! For you would then receive 
your penny, as well as those who have been active a long time in 
the vineyard of the Lord; from being last you would become first. 

Or have you, indeed, become truly converted to God, but are 
still feeble in faith, feeble in knowledge, feeble in love, hope, patience, 
feeble in gifts, in boldness to profess Christ, in overcoming sin and 
the world,—oh, do not despair on that account! Cast not away 
your confidence! Christ does not abandon you. Only remain humble, 
firmly clinging to the grace of God! God will not cast you off, nor 
suffer the smoking flax of your faith to be quenched. He which hath 
begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus 
Christ; for He giveth grace to the humble. 

Yea, if your own conscience would convict you of being the very 
greatest of sinners, and the very last among men, if your fall had 
been so great that you are saying: “My sin is past forgiveness,” still 
you must not despair; for “where sin abounded, grace did much more 
abound.” Flee to the cross of Christ; hide in His wounds; surrender 
to God unconditionally, and God will give you grace. Like the thief 
on the cross, like Manasseh, the great sinner, you shall become first 
after having been last. 

God grant that no one among us may become last after having 
been first, but that all who now are the last may yet be transferred 
among the first, to the end that in due time we may all come to praise 
the grace of God for ever and aye! May He assist us to this end 
by Jesus Christ! Amen. (Tr) D. 
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